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Things were simple once. You had 
shops and shops. You walked in, 
talked with a sales assistant and 

bought something. But not so simple 
anymore in a crowded marketplace 
where retailers compete to grab 
eyeballs and customer attention. The 
physical store, the merchandise, the 
sales staff … indeed, the total retail 
environment is witnessing a churning 
to capture the customer’s attention to 
drive sales and grow market share. 

Retailers are devoting more time to 
strategically planning and defining a 
store’s personality through its design, 
décor, signage, lighting and fixtures, 
through the use of innovative ideas, 
colours, materials and technologies 
to fire the imagination of customers 
so they linger longer and convert 
tentative impulses into buying 
decisions. 

Interactive 3D walls, digital 
in-store advertising, personalised 

It’s all about capturing 
customer imagination

attention, attractive window displays, 
imaginative merchandise packaging 
… the possibilities are immense as 
customers seek unique spaces that 
ensure comfort, relaxation, easy 
manoeuvrability and time to ponder.

Rupkatha Bhowmick surveys the 
GCC retail scene to see how leading 
designers and players are facing up 
to the challenges of a changing retail 
landscape where customer demands 
call the shots
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Ajmal Perfumes: 
retaining cultural 
heritage in a 
modern ambience
It’s been a journey from the traditional to 
the modern for Ajmal Perfumes – without 
sacrificing its heritage. Back in the 1990’s 
the family-owned business drew most 
of its clients from the GCC so its stores 
sported a very traditional Arabic design. 
Cut to the present. The brand’s consumers 
today are 70% regional and 30% expatriate 
and its product range has 
evolved in consonance 
with the shift. 

“Some 20-to-25 years 
ago we had a basic store 
concept but we aren’t 
as traditional today as 
we used to be. Our retail 
environment has evolved. 
It was my late uncle Nazir 
Ajmal – who was head 
of operations and retail 
and had the vision to 
elevate the local perfume industry to an 
international status – who pioneered our 
modern store design concept,” observes 
Abdulla Ajmal, general manager of Dubai-
based Ajmal Perfumes.

“We are in a business of aspirations, 
desires, luxury and indulgence. So we 
needed to create a space that’s classy yet 
inviting and easy-going. He taught us the 
importance of having an attractive store 
in sync with the brand, which meant 
selecting and using the right materials – it 
could be wood, marble or glass, but it had 
to be artistic, representing an old world 
charm to create a luxurious ambience,” 
he continues. 

“That’s when we collaborated with 
UK-based design firm Portland Design to 
put in place a store design that infused 
the modernity of the west with the 
cultural nuances of the east. How did 
that translate in our stores? By crafting 
memories,’ which is our brand essence. 
It’s this way. We have a self-service 
section in our outlets where customers 
can walk in, select their own perfumes, 
purchase what they like and walk 
out, without being bothered by sales 

executives. However, 
keeping in mind that our 
regional consumers like 
to touch and feel products 
and like being attended 
to, we also ensure great 
customer service. In this 
manner we have blended 

two approaches,” Ajmal explains.
“Our heritage is our strength and we 

surely don’t want to dilute that aspect 
despite being an international brand. Our 
stores are like Dubai – a highly modern 
place with deep-rooted cultural nuances. 
So while evolving the designs elements 
of our outlets we kept two aspects in 
mind – the design should be in line with 
our ethnic chic positioning yet something 
that would fit in anywhere in the world,” 
he adds.

The brand has also tweaked its logo 
to reinforce the ‘crafting memories’ 
motif, subtly representing the wafting 
of a concentrated aroma that gradually 
dissipates. Ajmal believes the shift in 
store design has helped the company 
register higher sales, which is the case 
with many other traditional brands that 
have widened their market horizon.

Expanding further on the new store 
design elements he observes, “We all 
like to stay in a house that’s aesthetically 
decorated to suit our tastes. It’s no 
different with a store. Its design, like 
the brand and product, should create an 
environment in which people would like 

to shop. Consumers look for value when 
parting with their hard earned money. 
They also like to shop in a comfortable 
environment that’s inviting, engaging and 
makes them feel one with the brand.”

“We concentrated on ease of movement 
within the store to ensure a pleasing 
shopping journey. We also focused on 
selecting the right colours. Our outlets 
start with a core of gold, spreading out 
in different hues. A closer look will show 
the walls that carry all our brands start 
with gold, showcasing all the expensive 
variants, then gradually turn to a light 
brown, finally moving towards light 
cream. That isn’t all. We also place our 
products in consonance with the colour 
scheme – heavy fragrances near the 
darker hues and light perfumes towards 
the lighter shades to convey a subliminal 
message,” Ajmal adds. 

Continuing, he elaborates on other 
design features. “The lighting and 
accessories are carefully hand-picked, 
the lighting in the oud section being 
exclusively designed for the brand, with 
brownish gold exteriors that exude 
richness. We also have a lot of LED 
lighting to accentuate the crystals we 
use to embellish our stores. All these 
elements create an ambience that surely 
contributes to expanding our target 
base,” Ajmal observes. 

Other elements that have come into 
design focus are packaging of products 
and visual merchandising, which eschews 

Abdulla Ajmal




